Organizing
Adults to

Promote Child
Engagement

ebbie and Christy are teachers in a preschool class-
room of three-year olds. Their classroom schedule
incorporates teacher-directed activities such as circle
time, art projects, music time, and reading into the chil-
dren’s day. Debbie and Christy feel, however, that they
rarely complete all the planned teacher-directed activi-
ties successfully because minor situations, such as the
need to assist a child with pottying or answer the phone,
seem to arise and occupy both teachers’ attention fre-
quently. Debbie and Christy have noticed that the chil-
dren often end up sitting unoccupied, or behavior
problems occur, because the children do not have any-
thing productive to do while waiting for a teacher to
return and resume the activity,

Zone Defense Schedule

The zone defense schedule (ZDS) is a system for organizing
the staff and environment of a preschool classroom
(LeLaurin & Risley, 1972; McWilliam, 2002). More specifi-
cally, it is used to organize the roles of adults in the class-
room so that transitions between activities are easier for
children. Organizing transitions between activities can result
in a maximal amount of productive time for children, a
greater opportunity for teaching (both during the transition
and because more time will be spent in activities), and a
reduction in behavior problems (Sainato, 1990).
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The term zone defense comes
from basketball, when players are
responsible for an area of the
court. It is contrasted with man-
to-man defense, in which players
are responsible for specific op-
ponents, Thus, in early childhood
classrooms, the ZDS allows chil-
dren to move between teachers,
and teachers do not have to
“chase” specific children around
the room, Using a ZDS, classroom
staff are assigned specific roles
during child activities. At least one
adult works directly with the chil-
dren while other adults complete
extra classroom tasks such as
cleaning, preparing activities, han-
dling phone calls, and assisting
with pottying. Classroom staff are
also assigned specific roles during
transitions between activities.
While one adult waits at the new
activity center ready to greet the
children and get them involved in
the task, for example, another
adult stays at the previous activity
and keeps the children occupied
until the last child has left the center.

This type of staffing of class-
room zones, in whick adults are
present at both the new and prior
activities, helps to énsure thar chil-
dren stay active across their day
and do not have to wait needlessly
between activities. Children are
able to make transitions at their
own pace and immediately partici-
pate in the new activity (i.e., they
are not required to wait for their
peers to finish the previous activity
before they can transition to the
next activity). In addition, children
are not required to wait for a
teacher to clean up or put away
the previous activity and then pre-

pare the next activity before it can

* begin.

It is important to prevent need-
less waiting during transitions to
ensure that children stay engaged
across their day. The term engage-
ment is used to describe the
amount of time that children
spend involved with the environ-
ment (i.e., with their peers, teach-
ers, and/or classroom materials) in
a way that is appropriate for their
age, ability level, and surroundings
(McWilliam & Bailey, 1992},
Conversely, nonengagement refers
to unoccupied behavior, such as
crying, wandering around aim-
lessly, staring blankly, and aggres-
sion. The goal of the ZDS is to
reduce nonengaged time by elimi-
nating transitions that require chil-
dren to wait, not occupied in an
activity. Sainato and Lyon (1983)
found that preschool children.
spend 20-35% of their class time
in transition between activities (as
cited in Sainato, Strain, Lefebvre,
& Rapp, 1987). For children who
are in a classroom for eight hours,
this is equivalent to approximately
two hours spent in transition from
one activity to another (i.e., a
large amount of time in which
children have the potential to be
nonengaged). Because of data such
as these, transitions are generally
considered to be undesirable, but
the ZD$S does not limit the num-
ber of transitions scheduled into 2
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child’s day. One function of using
the ZDS is to keep children
engaged during transitions _
between activities, so there is no
reason to avoid transitions. In the
ZDS, transitions between activities
are a time for children to make
choices and are teaching opportu-
nities. Organizing the roles of
adults so that children can transi-
tion from one activity to another
at their own pace, with an adult
waiting at each zone, minimizes
needless waiting during transitions
and improves children’s engagement.

Designing and Using
a £DS

The ZDS is designed for use with
children from birth to age five. It
is appropriate for use with typi-
cally developing children and is
especially helpful with children
with disabilities, so it is suitable
for any eatly childhood classroom.
A ZDS can be constructed using
the existing classroom schedule
and requires two steps: dividing
the schedule into blocks of time
and assigning staff roles.

Step 1: Time Blocks

The first step is to divide the day
into 15- or 20-minute blocks of
time. The schedule should indicate
child activities in addition to
teacher break times, Although
scheduling activities for short
blocks of time is recommended (a
long circle time, for instance,
could promote nonengagement if
children get bored with the activ-
ity), at times it is appropriate to
schedule an activity across two or
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more blocks of time. For instance,
free play or rotation through
learning centers is often scheduled
for 30 minutes or more to allow
children enough time to be
involved in multiple play schemes.
1n dividing the schedule into
blocks of time, some potentially
troublesome transitions should be
avoided. For example, scheduling
a quiet activity immediately fol-
lowing an active activity is not
advised, because children are not
able to decrease their. activity level
gradually and ease into the quiet
activity {Alger, 1984}, Krantz and
Risley (1977) found that children’s
attention to a story was better
when the activity was preceded by
a low activity routine. In addition,
children needed less time for the
transition and displayed less dis-
ruptive behavior during the transi-
tion when the story was preceded.
by a less active routine. To avoid
troublesome transitions, adjust the
schedule so -that an active activity
follows a quiet activity, or with an
intermediate activity scheduled
between an active and quiet activity.

Step 2: Role Assignment

The second step in constructing a
ZDS is to assign roles to classroom
staff. It is suggested that a tem-
plate be used on which activity
times are listed in a column and
additional columns are assigned to
Person A, Person B, and possibly
Person C, etc., depending on the
size of the staff. For a classroom
with two adult staff members,
Person A can be assigned to the
set-up role (this person’s duties
explained following) for the first

block of time. Person B can be
assigned to the set-up role for the
second block of time, Person A for
the third block of time, and so on,
alternating among the adults for
the entire day. For a classroom
with three adult staff, the same
method of role assignment is used,
except that the set-up role is alter-
nated among all three adults in the
room. Once the set-up role is stag-
gered across the day, the remain-
ing adult(s) are assighed to be in
charge of the activity scheduled
for each block of time. Each aduit
sets up the activity ‘of which he or
she will be in charge during the
next block of time. A sample
schedule for 4 three-member class-
room staff is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1 :
Zone Defense Schedule for a

Three=-Person Classroom Staff

Time Person A Person B - Person C
8:00-8:15 Astival Set Up Arrival
8:15-8:30 Story Story Set Up
8:20-8:45 Set Up Free Play Free Play
8:45-9:00 Cirdle Set Up Circle
9:00-9:15 Small Toys Small Toys Set up
9:15-9:30 Set Up Centers Centers
9:30-9:45 Set Up Cénters Centers
9:45-10:00- Snack Set Up Snack
10:00-10:45 Outside/Hallway Qutside/Hallway  Set Up
10:45-11:00- . SetUp - Music Music
11:00-11:15  Are Art Set Up
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Tips for Maling
ZDS Work

The ZDS is designed with a focus
on child engagement because of
the cogpnitive, social, and behav-
ioral benefits of increasing engage-
ment levels. Research has shown
that increases in chlldren s engage-
ment are related to pesitive out-
comes in thinking and reasoning
skills, behavior, and interactions
with others (e.g., Berliner &
Rosenshine, 1977; Favell, Favell,
Reid, & Risley, 1983; Favell &
Risley, 1984; Fisher & Berliner,
1985). In addltlon, research also
has shown that when engagement
is promoted in the classroom chil-
dren are more likely to participate
in developmentally appropriate
activities (Dunst, McWilliam, &
Holbert, 1986). Therefore,
increasing engagement may help
children to meet individualized
goals in a variety of areas. By sup-
porting flexibility in time sched-
ules and adult roles and ensuring
that activities and materials are
ready (thus reducing child wait-
ing), the ZDS is designed to pro-
mote increased engagement levels.

Flexibility

The key to implementing the ZDS
is to be flexible. The schedule is
not a rigid structure demanding
activities to be switched every 15-
20 minutes. Instead, the ZDS is
used as a guide to ensure that
adults have organized roles and
that child engagement is being
promoted. For example, an entire
block of time is not set aside for
bathroom breaks, This is because
bathroom breaks should occur as

needed throughout the day, rather
than as a group activity, to prevent
interrupting play with a routine
that consists of a high percentage
of time spent waiting and wander-
ing (Alger, 1984; Leavitt & .
Eheart, 1985). The adult in the
set-up role is responsible for tak-
ing care of the “extra” classroom .
tasks, such as-assisting with bath-
room breaks. Other duties that the
set-up person completes are clean-
ing up the previous activity, setting
up the next activity, answering the
phone, greeting visitors to the
classroom, handling a child having
a temper tantrum, and managing
other unplanned situations. The
adult in charge of the activity stays
with the children, interacting with
them and assisting them in the1r
play and learning.

Flexibility in implementing the
ZDS also allows children to set the
pace of activities, If a child is slow
to fransition from one activity to
the next, the ZDS accounts for the
child’s choice by ensuring that an
adult is responsible for staying at
the activity until the child decides
to switch zones. If an activity is
going particularly well (i.e., chil- -
dren are engaged at high levels),
teachers are encouraged to extend
the activity rather than switching
to the next activity at the sched-
uled time. Recall that the ZDS is
designed to promote high levels of
engagement; therefore, ending an
activity that is highly engaging for
children in order to follow the
schedule is not necessary or
recommended, ‘

The ZDS offers variety in the
duties of classroomni staff because
roles are alternated during the day
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and each week. The set-up role is
alternated for each routine and
the daily roles of adults are
switched weekly (i.e., the designa-
tion of Person A, B, or C is
rotated each week). The ZDS is
likely to create a feeling of
empowerment in classroom staff
because all adults in the room are
responsible for activities, not just
lead teachers.

Importance of the
Set-Up Role

The set-up role is the critical ele-
ment of the ZDS, Having materi-
als in place before children make
the transition to a new activity
allows the children to become
involved independently once they
reach the new zone, rather than
waiting for an adult to introduce
the new activity (Leavitt &
Eheart, 1985). Having one person
take care of the extra tasks allows
the adult in charge of the activity
to focus on child engagement. In
other words, the adult in charge -
of the activity is able to devote his
or her full attention to the chil-
dren and current activity without
being distracted. This reduces the
chances of children being nonen-
gaged for two reasons, First, chil-
dren will not have to wait on 2
teacher to return to the activity
following a disruption. If a visitor
arrives during circle time, for
instance, one teacher will continue
to conduct the group activity
while the teacher in the set-up
role talks with the visitor.
Children are not asked to sit and
wait while the teacher who was
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leading circle time talks with the
visitor,

Second, research has shown
that assigning an adult to focus
solely on one learning activity
(rather than focusing on a specific
subset of children or supervising
the entire classroom) results in
increased levels of child engage-
ment (Hart, 1982). Having a
teacher focused solely on the cur-
rent activity also increases the
likelihood that the teacher will be
able to encourage more sophisti-
cated play by children because he
or she is not distracted by the
demands of switching attention
between two tasks.

Having an adult in the set-up
role is also important because it
gives children more freedom to
make choices during activities.
Having an adult at both the cut-
rent and new activity sites allows
children to choose when to transi-
tion between activities rather than
demanding that they transition as
a group. Hart (1982) suggests that
the key to maintaining child

-engagement is: (1) to let the child

decide when he or she is done
with an activity, (2) to allow him
or her to transition to the next
activity individuaily, and (3) to
provide attractive activities so the
child is motivated to finish one
activity and transition to the next.
Having an adult at both the new
and prior activity sites also allows
for children who do not partici-
pate in the activity. The adult in
the set-up role is responsible for
engaging such children in an alter-
nate activity so the teacher
assigned to the scheduled activity
can remain focused on the activity

R




and group engagement. Therefore,
the set-up role is important
because it allows children to make
choices, thus helping with
engagement.

Poes the £ZDS
Actually Promote
Engagement?

A study comparing the ZDS to
“man-to-man” staff assignments
{an organization in which each
teacher is assigned to a specific
group of children and stays with
them during each activity and
transition) measured the amount
of time that preschool children
lost when transitioning between
activities (LeLaurin & Risley,
1972). Researchers found that
shorter transitions with high levels
of participation were characteristic
of the ZDS, whereas long transi-
tions with low levels of participa-
tion were characteristic of
man-to-man defense. The
researchers calculated the average
amount of time lost per child
(time when the child was not par-
ticipating because of transitioning
between activities) for four rou-
tines and found that, using the
ZDS, the average was 9,91 min-
utes lost per child. Man-to-man
defense, on the other hand,
resulted in an average of 20.74
minutes lost per child. Therefore,
research supports the use of the
ZDS to reduce nonengaged time
during transitions between
activities.

As part of a research project
designed to study methods of
Improving engageinent in
preschoolers with disabilities, the

effectiveness of the ZDS, in com-
bination with two other interven-
tions, was studied in preschoo!
classrooms (McWilliam, 2002).
The research project had teachers
implement 2 package of three
interventions: ZDS, incidental
teaching (i.e., using a child’s inter-
est to increase the length or
enhance the sophistication of
engagement), and data collection
on child engagement by teachers,
Data on child nonengagement
were collected before and during
intervention. Data summaries on
one particular child indicated that
nonengagement was at its highest
level before intervention began
and decreased upon implementa-
tion of the first intervention, data
collection by the teacher. The sec-
ond intervention, incidental teach-
ing, did not have much impact as
the level of nonengagement actu-
ally increased somewhat. How-
ever, upon implementation of the
third intervention, the ZDS, the
child’s level of nonengagement
began a steady decline. The per-
centage of time the child spent
nonengaged stayed at a low level
throughout the use of the ZDS in
the classroom. These data from
one child lend support to the idea
that the ZDS is a useful method
for decreasing nonengagement in
preschool classrooms that include
children with disabilities.

Summary

Returning to the vignette, Debbie
and Christy develop a ZDS that
assigns each of them to specific
roles during each routine of the
day. While one of the teachers is
assigned to focus on the scheduled
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activity, the other is assigned to
take care of all other classroom
duties and minor situations. As
shown in Figure 2, at 8:15, while

Person B is reading a story to the .

class, Person A is straightening up
the room after arrival and making
sure toys are accessible for free
play (the titles “Person A” and
“Person B” are used because
Debbie and Christy alternate roles
each week). Once Person A com-
pletes her tasks, she joins the read-
ing group. If a child arrives to
class late, Person A (the teacher in
the set-up role) greets the child
and helps him or her join the
ongoing activity.

As story time is ending, Person
A goes to the area of the room that
is designated for free play so she
will be ready to engage the first
child to transition to free play (see
Figure 3; teachers are designated
by stars, children are designated by
marked circles). Meanwhile, the

_teacher who led story time stays

behind and continues to engage
children who have not yet transi--
tioned to free play. Once the last
child has left story time, Person B
puts away the books, prepares for
circle time, and is then available to
interact with the children in free
play.

As Debbie and Christy imple-
ment their ZDS they encounter a
couple of challenges, First, they
are unsure how to handle long
stretches of time, such as half an
hour of rotating through centers.
There are two possible solutions
to scheduling long amounts of
time in the same activity. One is to
have each staff member maintain a
single role throughout the entire
activity, Once the peérson in the
set-up role has completed cleaning
up the previous activity and
preparing the next one, he or she
joins the ongoing activity (of
course, unplanned occurrences,
such as a visitor to the class, are
handled by the person in the set-

ggz:r::bie and Christy's Zone Defense Scheduls
Tirme 7 Person A Person B
8:00-8:15 Arrival Set Up
§:15-8:30 Set Up Story
8:30-8:45 -, Free Play Set Up
8:45-9:00 Set Up Circle
9:00-9:15 Smali Toys Set Up
9:15-9:30 Set Up Centers
9:30-9:45 Set Up Centers
9:45-10:00 Snack Set Up
10:00-10:45 Set Up Qutside/Hallway
| 10:45-11:00 Music Set Up
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up role). The other option for
scheduling long amounts of time is
to.switch roles-halfway through
the activity. This may be a particu-
larty good option if more than one
teacher-directed activity is
included in the rotation through
centers. If teachers switch roles
halfway through, each teacher
would be in charge of a teacher-
directed activity, instead of the tra-
ditional method of having one
teacher lead multiple activities.
The second challenge Debbie
and Christy encounter is when the
person in the set-up role cannot
attend to all of her duties at once. -
For example, once when the next
activity still had to be prepared, a
child needed individual attention,
and there was a phone call, so the
person in the set-up role felt over-
whelmed. At times, when multiple
unplanned situations occur, it is
necessary for the teacher leading
the scheduled activity to assist the
person in the set-up role. The




function of the ZDS is to provide
a structure for handling unplanned
situations by determining who is
the first to respond. Providing this
sort of structure prevents the class-
room from being unattended dur-
ing unplanned situations, or at
least delays the point when all
staff must be focused on situations
other than the scheduled activity.
In other words, the ZDS helps to
lower the frequency of points dur-
ing the day when no adults are
available to focus on child
cngagement.

Scheduling is important for
preschool classrooms because it
makes the day predictable for chil-
dren, reduces downtime for chil-
dren during transitions, and
specifies the tasks and division of
responsibility for teachers
(O’Brien, 1997). The method of
zone defense scheduling is unique

Figure 3

because of its focus on engage-
ment, achieved by assigning an
adult to the set-up role during
each routine and making transi-
tions easier for children. During
routines, at least one adult is
assigned to the child activity to
interact with the class and enhance

. the children’s play, while another

adult takes care of extra tasks.
During transitions, one adult is
waiting at the new activity with
materials prepared, ready to
engage immediately the first child
who atrives, while another adult
remains at the previous activity to
ensure that the children remain
engaged until they leave the activ-
ity. Furthermore, research to date
on ZDS$ implementation has
demonstrated a positive impact on
child engagement (LeLaurin &
Risley, 1972; McWilliam, 2002).

Teacher Roles During Transition From

Story Time to Free Play

Zone for
Story @

Time @
e W o
@ @

@

@ % Zone for
Free
Play

{Teachers are designated by stars; children are designated by marked circles. One teacher staffs each zone
so that children stay engaged until they leave story time and are engaged immediately when they enter

free play}
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Notes

Preparation of this article was supported by a
grant from the U.S. Department of Education,
Office of Special Education Programs
(#H324C020095). No endorsement by the U.S.
Department of Education should be assumed.

You can reach Amy M. Casey by e-mail at
amy.m,casey@vanderbilt.edn
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